n Travis County our drug supply contains 
fentanyl, it's no longer a question of if you 
and your friends are at risk. It's imperative to 
earn how to identify and respond to an 
opiod overdose, as well as carry Narcan to 
have the means to respond to an overdose. 
Because all our friends, lovers, and 
neighbors who use drugs deserve life. 
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‘These laws create a distraction from governmental policy failures. Blame 
is instead pushed onto marginalized individuals, whom the government has 
already villainized and stigmatized with drug war propaganda. As Morgan 
Godvin writes, “the government maintains the facade of ‘doing something’ 
in the face of rampant deaths without actually reversing course on the poli- 


cies that caused said deaths. It is blame allocation, not sensible drug policy.’ 
2 


7 


We urge our community to turn to evidence-based solutions that will 
keep people who use drugs alive: decriminalizing drug paraphernalia, in- 
cluding fentanyl test strips; strengthening the overdose Good Samaritan 
law; expanding access to MAT and evidence-based treatment; expanding 
distribution of naloxone; housing first policies and supportive housing pro- 
grams; and increasing overdose awareness training across the community. 
And as people who use drugs have been repeating: we need safe supply. End 
the drug war. 


2 https://www.healthinjustice.org/_files/ugd/3bbb1a_9a50168a658e4ab29461d- 
2d887e707d0.pdf 
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Forward 


Tax live in a state of collapse. This issue of SYSTEMIC FAILURE 
focuses on the immediate public health concern of Fentanyl in the Austin, 
Texas drug supply and the rising trend of Fentanyl overdoses in drugs other 
than opiods over the past few years in Travis County. However, beyond a 
deadly drug supply there are a number of interrelated crises Texans face 
which further issues may cover; policing and the border, bodily and health 
autonomy, failing infrastructure, worsening climate catastrophe, and the 
waning of empire. It is our hope that you our curageous reader do not await 
further instruction to either begin or deepen your way of life to nurture 
relationships and build collective strength for the collapse we collectively 
find ourselves in. 

In Travis County our drug supply contains Fentanyl, it’s no longer a 
question of if you and your friends are at risk. It’s imperative to learn how to 
identify and respond to an opiod overdose, as well as carrying Narcan to be 
prepared to respond to such a situation. Because our friends, our lovers, and 
our neighbors who use drugs deserve life. In addition to preparing for the 
immediate health crisis of Fentanyl in the local drug supply, we need to be 
talking with each other, building our networks of care, strategizing for the 
next hot batch, and preparing for Xylazine in the drug supply. Unfortunately 
those most committed to providing direct aid to the most vulnerable in this 
public health crisis have the least time to commit to this longer term work, 
and that means those of us who aren't involved in the logistics of getting 
harm reduction supplies to those most in need have to be looking for ways 
to get involved, to do things differently, to learn from others mistakes with- 
out writing off those who came before and are trying their best. 

Read the following reporting critically, there is more that needs doing 
which the mouthpieces of the state will not utter. Beyond APD spreading 
panic and scapegoating the unhoused for the overdose crisis the unhoused 
need a broad social rejection that those most at risk of carceral punishment 
and overdose deserve to die when it’s those most at risk of overdose who 
have the greatest need for targeted education and overdose prevention re- 
sources. Beyond funding overdose prevention, drug users in Travis County 
need a safe drug supply and sites for safe drug use. Beyond permanent sup- 
portive housing, we all need networks of mutual aid that decommodify the 
means of life. Beyond carceral excuses to make the state seem like it’s doing 
something by targeting dealers, we all need an end to the War on Drugs 
and abolition of the police. While our responses to editing the included 
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reporting and statements are what the we see as necessary steps to build our 
strength, the truly difficult task is up to you our cherished reader to come to 
your own conclusions about what needs to be done and what are the steps 
to take to reach a life you desire to live. 

We end where we began, Texans are living in a state of collapse. It is up 
to those of us who see the crises we face to; find each other, develop a shared 
vision of a life we desire to live, harness our creativity, build our collective 
strength, tend to a web of relationships that we are ready to fight the social 
order to defend. Around the time as the hot batch in May, brave people 
in California struggling to end the genocide in Palestine shared wisdom 
regarding resisting the artificial and inhuman social order which we should 
hold close to our hearts for the struggles to come. 


We are not just working to destroy the nightmare of the world 
as it currently exists—we are also defending the seed of the 
world to come, defending a life worth living and sharing with 
others. 


— SYSEMIC FAILURE Editors 
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Texas Harm Reduction Alliance’s 
Statement on Recent Uptick 
in Austin Overdose Deaths 


l the past couple of days, our team has been responding to our commu- 
nity’s drastic rise in overdoses. We want to honor the four individuals who 
have lost their lives to fatal overdose and offer space for the individuals 
whose overdoses were reversed, surviving an unsafe drug supply. We would 
like to express our gratitude and acknowledge the work of Austin EMS, 
Fire, and organizations like Urban Alchemy, whose immediate response 
saved lives. We also want to uplift our unsung heroes: people who use drugs 
that responded to unreported overdoses and kept their friends alive with 
Naloxone. We see you, and we love you. 

At Texas Harm Reduction Alliance we believe that every life is worth 
saving, and we're firmly committed to preventing overdose deaths. Our or- 
ganization is composed of people with lived experience, many of whom have 
survived overdoses and lost people close to them to overdose. We remain 
steadfast in fighting to ensure that people who use drugs have access to the 
tools necessary to stay safe. 

Given news of an impending carceral response to this crisis, we would 
also like to state that we are dedicated to ending the War on Drugs. As 
a team comprised of members who have been impacted by the criminal 
legal system, we know that drug war tactics, including the surveillance and 
prosecution of people who use drugs, and the use of drug-induced homicide 
charges will never be a solution to the overdose epidemic. 

At this time, the city’s narcotics unit has announced it will be pursu- 
ing drug-induced homicide charges for individuals involved in this wave 
of overdoses. This response is not a solution but, another form of harm to 
people who use drugs. Researchers have determined that there is no clear 
evidence to support the idea that drug-induced homicide laws reduce over- 
dose deaths!; instead, the use of these laws can erode the efficacy of Good 
Samaritan laws that protect people calling 911 during an overdose. People 
who use drugs often buy and sell within social networks. Drug-induced 
homicide laws make our people, who are often dealing with substance use 
disorders, the scapegoats of the overdose crisis. Long-time friends and part- 
ners of the deceased sit in prison for 20+ years under these charges. 


1 https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/wmh3.570 
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White and others said the continued sweeps of homeless camps are mak- 
ing it more difficult to provide harm reduction supplies to the people who 
need it the most. White also called for investigations anytime there’s an 
overdose death in one of the city-funded shelters or housing projects. 

Gonzalez, who said he is a veteran who served in the U.S. Navy in the 
late 1980s, said people living in campsites often won't call 911 for fear that 
doing so will put them on the radar of police or city officials, which will then 
cause them to lose all their belongings. 

“I just wish the public would open up their eyes a little bit and not be so 
close-minded,” Gonzalez said. “They think a lot of this is taboo and stuff, 
but, no, it’s real life. Basically, it’s just a little more consideration for other 
human lives.” 
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Up to 11 deaths, over 75 cases 


tied to Austin overdose surge 


By Olivia Aldridge - KUT - published 5/2/2024 


A spate of suspected overdoses’ that began in Austin early this week has 
now climbed to 79 cases, an Austin-Iravis County EMS representative said 
Thursday. Nine Travis County residents and two Williamson County resi- 
dents have died of overdoses this week, according to authorities from both 
counties. 

It is the largest surge in local drug overdoses since 2015’. 911 calls orig- 
inally came in a cluster from downtown Austin then spread to other areas 
of the city. Authorities from neighboring areas also warned residents’ to be 
vigilant of a “lethal batch” of drugs. 

However, overdose-related calls appear to be slowing, ATCEMS division 
chief Angela Carr said at a news briefing Wednesday evening. She attribut- 
ed this trend to the widespread distribution of Narcan, a medication that 
can reverse the effects of opioid overdoses. 

“As of this afternoon, we have distributed over 400 doses of Narcan in 
just over 48 hours, and were happy to report that it appears to be making an 
impact,” Carr said. “While we continue to see overdose cases across the city, 
the incident numbers are declining.” 

ATCEMS had responded to seven overdoses by Wednesday evening, 
compared to 37 on Monday and 27 on Tuesday. No pediatric deaths have 
occurred, but one person in their late teens experienced an overdose. 

Preliminary toxicology reports from the Travis County medical examiner 
show that fentanyl was present in all nine Travis County deaths, said Travis 
County public information officer Hector Nieto. Cocaine was also present 
in eight cases and methamphetamine in three. 

Two Williamson County men also died this week from suspected over- 
doses, according to Williamson County Justice of the Peace KT Mussel- 


il https://www.kut.org/health/2024-04-30/austin-ems-reports-a-surge-of-overdose-calls-likely- 
tied-to-a-new-batch-of-drugs 
2 https://www.kut.org/austin/2015-06-08/updated-k2-emergency-calls-continue-to-rise 


3 https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=748137324162257 &set=a.161934642782531 
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man. The first, a 34-year-old Round Rock man, was discovered deceased at 
home Wednesday after visiting downtown Austin on Tuesday. The second, 
an 18-year-old, was discovered Thursday at 11:45 a.m. Musselman said it 
was unclear if the second death was “connected to the other cases.” 

The Travis County medical examiner is conducting the autopsies of both 
individuals. 

ATCEMS public information officer Christa Stedman said that over- 
dose patients in Travis County had reported using a variety of drugs. 

“People are not necessarily attempting to take an opiate. They're using 
K2, they're using crack cocaine, Xanax, a number of other substances,” she 
said. “Whatever is doing this is making its way into everything, and that’s 
why we need everybody to be alert.” 

The Austin Police Department is investigating the source of the drugs 
that caused the deadly string of overdoses. An APD representative said the 
department currently believes that the overdoses were caused by ingesting 
crack cocaine “potentially containing fentanyl.” 

Officers have arrested two people in connection with the drugs. How- 
ever, the APD representative said at this time “nothing points to a single 
organized group distributing the illicit narcotics.” 

ATCEMS authorities reiterated that the public should continue to avoid 
taking drugs that have not been prescribed by a physician. 

“Obviously, we would never encourage folks to use unknown substances 
... but for those who are going to use those drugs, we encourage folks to 
start low, go slow and never use alone,” said Dr. Heidi Abraham, chief dep- 
uty medical director for ATCEMS. “You should always have a sober friend 
with you who has Narcan available and can call 911 if necessary.” 
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White said that, in six months, the Texas Harm Reduction Alliance has 
handed out supplies to more than 1,800 people. 


What are county leaders saying? 


Leaders such as County Judge Andy Brown and Commissioner Ann How- 
ard both spoke at Wednesday’s news conference and said they would be 
asking the Travis County Commissioners Court for more funding. 

“We have pledged at Travis County to listen and to learn and to invest 
where it matters,” Howard said. “We need to do more, and we are in agree- 
ment about that. It is a struggle. There’s lots of needs in Travis County, we're 
growing fast, but I think nothing compares to this one.” 

Brown said increasing funding for harm reduction is a short-term solu- 
tion and that, long term, the county is looking to increase permanent sup- 
portive housing for people who are homeless. Additionally, he said the up- 
coming mental health diversion center is another option to help treat people 
who are arrested on a low-level crime in a way other than sending them to 
jail. 

While the building is likely years away from being completed, Brown 
said a pilot program between the county, the city of Austin and Central 
Health, the Travis County hospital district, has been given the green light. 
The pilot can handle up to 25 people and will begin taking people soon, if it 
hasn't already, Brown said. 


Other solutions 


In addition to calling for more resources to be put into harm reduction, 
many called for an end to stigmas and for increased access to permanent 
supportive housing. 

Permanent supportive housing is one of the two types of rental assistance 
offered to people experiencing homelessness in Austin. These vouchers have 
no time limit and come with intensive services, such as mental health treat- 
ment. The city has increased its capacity in recent years and expects to have 
an additional 1,000 permanent supporting housing units by 2026, with 
some being made available this year. 

However, the number of people moving into permanent supportive 
housing units each year is far lower than the total number of people seeking 
such assistance, the American-Statesman reported’. 


4 https://www.statesman.com/story/news/local/2024/05/28/homelessness-in-austin-tex- 
as-homeless-population-housing-process-waitlists-assistance/73632564007/ 
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“We've been raising the alarm for so long, and we do not have the sup- 
port we need,” said Alexandra White, director of services for the Texas 
Harm Reduction Alliance. “We are so tired. We are working so hard to keep 
our people alive that we don't even have time to mourn our dead.” 

During the previous state legislative session, harm reduction efforts such 
as legalizing fentanyl testing strips in Texas stalled in the Senate despite a 
measure passing in the House. 

Many of the people who spoke at Wednesday’s news conference urged 
state lawmakers to make fentanyl testing strips legal during next year’s leg- 
islative session. 

Travis County has the highest rate of fentanyl-related deaths in the state 
compared with other major metropolitan counties. Experts have? partially 
attributed the rate to the area’s lack of treatment options and local policies 
that have made implementing a successful harm reduction strategy more 


difficult. 


What is harm reduction? 


Harm reduction includes making things available to drug users that can 
help limit some of the adverse effects that are typically associated with illicit 
drug use. Some of those items include clean needles, wound care and Nar- 
can, a nasal spray that, if administered soon enough, can reverse an opioid 
overdose. 

However, Maggie Luna, executive director of the Texas Harm Reduction 
Alliance, said harm reduction is a lot more than just providing Narcan to 
people. She said it’s providing support to drug users, and oftentimes people 
who are homeless, with dignity and without judgment. This can include 
offering people a meal, a place to shower or safe sex supplies, all things that 
the organization provides. 

The alliance offers harm reduction in two forms: through its drop-in 
center in East Austin and through its outreach teams, which go to various 
places throughout the city where campsites or large numbers of people ex- 
periencing homelessness are typically found. 

Currently, the alliance employs 11 people, including four on the outreach 
team and another four in the drop-in center. That’s not enough for Travis 
County, Luna said, and it’s why the group is asking Austin Public Health to 
increase its current yearly budget of $684,000 to $1 million. 


3 https://www.statesman.com/story/news/local/2024/05/16/fentanyl-austin-deaths-over- 
dose-crisis-travis-county-rates-texas/73 106045007/ 
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Travis County has seen a 


surge of fentanyl overdoses. 
A new report shows it’s not slowing down. 


By Andrew Weber 
Austin Monitor & KUT - Published 5/24/2024 


Frentanyt-related overdoses continue to be the leading cause of accidental 
overdose deaths in Travis County, according to a new report from the Travis 
County Medical Examiner’s Office. 

In 2023, 279 people died from a fentanyl-related overdose — up from 245 
the year before. That’s about a 14 percent increase. 

Travis County Medical Examiner Keith Pinckard said drug overdose 
deaths were the No. 1 cause of all accidental deaths in the community ahead 
of car crashes and falls. 

Overall, 486 people overdosed in 2023, which is about a 17 percent in- 
crease from 2022. Over the past four years, the number of drug deaths has 
roughly doubled, the data shows. 

Pinckard said the majority of drug deaths are not due to a single drug but 
rather multiple drugs in a person's system. More than half of the people who 
died from fentanyl-related overdoses also had methamphetamine in their 
systems. 

But, he said, there is some hope that things are improving. From 2021 
to 2022, the number of fentanyl deaths more than doubled, but in 2023 the 
percentage increase in deaths was much lower. 

Though that data point is encouraging, Travis County Judge Andy Brown 
said there is still work to do. As drug overdose deaths continue to increase, 
he said the county will continue to find ways to intervene. 

Last year, the county allocated $860,000 to overdose prevention and mit- 
igation resources, including purchasing Narcan, the life-saving drug used to 
reverse the effects of an overdose. 

‘This effort has saved many lives, Brown said, including as recently as last 
month during a surge of overdoses in which 11 people in Central Texas 
died, according to Austin-Travis County EMS. 
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All told, 79 people had accidental overdoses’ in a batch of drugs that 
contained fentanyl. Many of those people were revived with Narcan. 

“These prevention and intervention programs actually did save dozens of 
lives in a way that I dont know that they would have before we started all 
this community work,” Brown said. 

Austin police have so far been unsuccessful in finding the source’ of the 
fentanyl from the April surge. The investigation remains ongoing. 

As the county prepares for its 2025 budget cycle, Brown said commis- 
sioners will look for ways to increase funding for Narcan and support the 
county’s strategies around education, prevention and intervention to reduce 
overdose deaths. 

Pinckard’s yearly analysis of deaths in the county is available here’. 


1 https://www.kut.org/health/2024-04-30/austin-ems-reports-a-surge-of-overdose-calls-likely- 
tied-to-a-new-batch-of-drugs 
2 https://www.kut.org/crime-justice/2024-05-07/austin-police-make-five-new-arrests-linked- 


to-overdose-surge 
3 https://www.traviscountytx.gov/images/medical_examiner/docs/2023_Annual_Report.pdf 
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Austin advocates urge more 


support for harm reduction 
amid high overdose, fentanyl deaths 


By Skye Seipp 
Austin American-Statesman - Published 5/29/2024 


Paix Gonzalez first used drugs at 9 years old. 

Decades later, he continues to cycle in and out of drug use as a way to 
cope with the trauma from his life, he said. But in the past two years, as 
someone experiencing homelessness, he has seen more family and friends 
die on the streets of Austin than at any other time of his life. Most of those 
deaths are due to fentanyl. 

“So much death around fentanyl,” Gonzalez said, as he began tearing up. 
“I really dont know what a solution to this is. ... But we need help.” 

Gonzalez was one of dozens of advocates, local officials, and former and 
current drug users who stood outside of the Texas Harm Reduction Al- 
liance’s drop-in center in East Austin on Wednesday to call for more re- 
sources to be put into harm reduction as both the city of Austin and Travis 
County look to begin their budget processes. The alliance offers services to 
people at risk of opioid overdoses in the Austin area. 

Wednesday’s news conference comes nearly a week after the Travis 
County medical examiner, J. Keith Pinckard, presented the office’s annual 
report, which found that overdoses were the county’s leading cause of acci- 
dental deaths — a trend driven by an increase in the deadly drug fentanyl, a 
synthetic opioid 50 times stronger than heroin that has been found laced in 
other drugs such as methamphetamine and cocaine. 

Overdose deaths and fentanyl-related overdoses increased last year, the 
report found, with 486 people dying of an overdose. 

So far, this year doesn't seem to be bringing much of an improvement, as 
the county recently saw an overdose surge that resulted in 79 overdoses and 
nine deaths’ in less than a week. Fentanyl was present in each of the nine 
deaths, county spokesperson Hector Nieto has said?. No arrests have been 


made in connection to this surge. 


https://www.statesman.com/story/news/local/2024/05/13/austin-tx-opioid-overdose-out- 
oan fentanyl-how-agencies-responded/73628207007/ 
2 https://www.statesman.com/story/news/crime/2024/05/03/austin-tx-police-opioid-over- 
dose-deaths-arrest-unrelated-charge/73556940007/ 


